South Africa has one of the highest per capita inmate populations, ranking ninth in the world and the highest in Africa.
By the end of 2014 this number had grown to a staggering 13 847. 6 Many will be released on parole at the earliest possible parole date.
It is predominantly young men with disadvantaged class, education and family backgrounds who are responsible for most serious violent crimes. 7 Not only does poverty exacerbate the effect of risk factors for violence, such as exposure to violent subcultures and substance abuse, but it may also increase the likelihood of youth turning to crime in order to 'redress the exclusion felt through not having material goods that define social inclusion'. 8 Research shows that structural inequity and past maltreatment continues to affect adult offenders. 9 Widespread structural inequality remains firmly entrenched in many communities and neighbourhoods in South Africa, which are still effectively segregated along racial and class lines.
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Here the majority of young people live in communities that experience high rates of poverty, unemployment, substance abuse, weak social cohesion and
When a crime is committed and an offender is incarcerated, victims and offenders are denied agency in influencing the outcome of the criminal justice process, resulting in harmful consequences for both. On the one hand, there is growing consensus that the criminal justice system does not treat victims well. On the other, high levels of violent crime in the country, 1 coupled with society's call for stiffer sentences, have seen growing numbers of inmates receiving longer prison sentences, due in part to the minimum sentence legislation. 2 Restorative approaches to justice have the potential to recognise the injustice caused not only by the crime itself, but also by the structural injustice experienced by the offender. The key question is how to respond to the intergenerational effects of historical injustices and victimisation that so often result in identity switches: from vulnerable victim to violent offender. This article elaborates on restorative approaches to corrections at the parole phase and the implementation of these approaches through the victim offender dialogue programme, and questions whether due regard is being paid to the needs and rights of victims.
inequality; thereby establishing the preconditions for the social diffusion of violence. 11 Even today, experiences of marginalisation, impoverishment and relative deprivation continue to frame the lives of young people. 12 It is not surprising that these factors form a recurrent and dominant theme in the profiles of many offenders who are being considered for parole placement.
This article emanated out of experiential learning and research. As a member of the National Council for Correctional Services (NCCS), the author has reviewed more than 1 000 profiles of 'lifers' -offenders serving life sentences -who were eligible to be considered for parole by the NCCS. To parole or not to parole?
Parole is an internationally accepted mechanism that provides for the conditional release of offenders from correctional centres into society before they have served their entire sentence of imprisonment.
In South Africa it is referred to as a placement option from a correctional centre into the system of community corrections. This means that the offender is released from the correctional centre prior to the expiry of his or her sentence, to serve the remainder thereof within the community. While parole is always subject to specific conditions that an offender must comply with, it allows an offender to return to normal community life until the sentence expires, albeit under controlled conditions and under the supervision of correctional officials. 
Restorative justice in custodial settings
One reason for the rediscovery of restorative justice in the last century is that victims of crime were formerly completely excluded by the criminal justice system. With this realisation, many countries, such as Australia, the United Kingdom and South Africa, began adopting restorative approaches to justice alongside or within the formal criminal justice system, especially in relation to child and youth justice. suggest that a choice has to be made between the two, while others visualise both working together, and hold that these 'tensions' should not be seen as an obstacle to transforming the ethos of prisons. 32 This is because restorative justice challenges the belief that 'wrongdoers deserve pain' and suggests that 'the practice of imprisonment might itself be reformed so that it serves restorative rather than punitive functions'. 33 Guidoni suggests it is more likely that limited aspects of restorative justice will be temporarily adopted, 'which are then used to add legitimacy to an institution which remains essentially punitive', than that prisons can be transformed in line with restorative justice principles. 34 Restorative 
Challenges to implementing restorative justice in parole procedures
There are many risks to victims in the way restorative • 12 Foster, Gender, class, 'race' and violence, 46.
13 The author has served as a member of the National Council for Correctional Services from March 2010 to the present. In terms of Chapter viii, Section 83(1) of the Correctional Services Act of 1998, the National Council for Correctional Services is a multi-disciplinary statutory body with the primary aim of guiding the minister of justice and correctional services in developing policy relating to the correctional system and the sentence-management process. However, the council is also called upon to consider the cases of all offenders serving life sentences who are eligible to be considered for parole. The council makes a recommendation to the minister, who then makes a final decision.
